Psycholinguists are saddled with a paradox. Their aim is to construct a model of human language processing, which will hold equally well for the processing of any language, but this aim cannot be achieved just by doing experiments in any language. They have to compare processing of many languages, and actively search for effects which are specific to a single language, even though a model which is irself specific to a single language is really the last thing they want.
upon the ear and the reconstruction of a message. But speakmg and listening take place in a particular language. The characteristics of the language at all structllral levels inevitably play a role in the processing -so the model has to take account of how processing may be affected by whether a language has tone, fixed stress, pitch accent, vowel harmony, determiners, copula, prefixes, suffixes, infixes, noun classifiers, SVO word order, OSV word order, or any other of a very long list of properties.
This all makes life extremely interesting for the psycholinguist but in the long run it is not what must be modelled. Psycholinguists might be happy producing explicit models of how to undertand and speak English, Mandarin, Sesotho and so m, if these indeed appeared to be fundamentally different achievements of the human mind; but it is clear that that they are not. A child is bom wiih the ability to acquire language, but not any particular language: just whatever language is spoken in the environment.
The characteristics of the language may affect the acquisition process even as they affect production and perception, so that different aspects of linguistic structure may for instance be acquired in Qffenng order m one language compared with another. But whatever the language, children master its essentials fully within a few years, and we know of no evidence that human languages differ in how intrinsically difficult they are to process in any sensespeak, understand, acquire. Thus an adequate model of spokenlanguage processing should concentme on the universal features which hold true of processing in every laneage.
Alas, this does not mean that confining psycholinguistic experiments to the universal features which hold me of the srrucrure of every language will produce the desired universal model of processing. But it likewise does not mean that experiments on language-specific structure should be avoided because they may be irrelevant to the universal model. The segmentation of continuous speech by human listeners involves, on cumnt evidence, a number of characteristics which may be captured with a gencxal (i.e. universal) description which awaits for each language a language-specific implementation; the task of the psycholinguist is thus to find the universal thread which binds the language-particular data.
